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Executive Summary

African Reflections on the American Landscape:
Identifying and Interpreting Africanisms highlights

West and Central African cultural contributions 

to the nation’s built environment that have been

documented and recognized in the cultural resources

programs of the National Park Service (NPS). This

guide to Africanisms forms part of the larger effort

of NPS and its partners to increase awareness of 

the role of various cultural groups in shaping the

American landscape.

Starting in the first third of the twentieth century, research 
on African Americans and their heritage increasingly focused
on Africa for cultural antecedents. Throughout the social
science fields, studies recognized that aspects of American
culture had African roots called “Africanisms.” Scholars exam-
ined the built environment of America and found it infused
with reflections of Africa. Geographical locations held West
and Central African names; structures reflected an African
building aesthetic; and the land had been reshaped to take
advantage of African technological and cultural knowledge.
Both scholars and preservationists recognize that Africanisms
should become better known in the historic preservation/
cultural resources field.

This publication is intended to support historic preservation
and cultural resources stewardship efforts of organizations
and individuals within their communities. It is designed for
the general reader, without a background in the study of
Africanisms or West and Central African history and cultural
practices. This document includes:

● An introductory essay that summarizes Africanisms and 
their origins;



● An annotated discussion of African-related historic prop-
erties listed in the National Register of Historic Places, desig-
nated as National Historic Landmarks, and documented 
by the Historic American Buildings Survey and the Historic
American Engineering Record (all programs of the National
Park Service);

● Examples of historic sites where African cultural heritage 
is interpreted;

● A bibliography of well-known publications on the 
topic; and

● A more complete list of historic properties documented 
by National Park Service cultural resources programs,
arranged by program and state. 

African Reflections on the American Landscape summarizes
highlights of the scholarship presented at the conference,
“Places of Cultural Memory: African Reflections on the
American Landscape,” which was held May 9 - 12, 2001 in
Atlanta, Georgia. It represents a follow-up to the conference
because it illustrates ways in which this scholarship can be
applied to historic preservation/cultural resources steward-
ship work. 
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